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The present study attempts to evaluate the impact ofpsychological abuse on self
esteem and to investigate spirituality as a coping mechanism for African American
women. Although researchers have extensively studied physical abuse, detailed
exploration ofpsychological abuse between intimate adult partners has only recently
emerged in the literature. Psychological abuse is difficult to define and many researchers
stray away from the subject ofpsychological abuse or it is always addressed in
conjunction with physical abuse. However, many abused women describe psychological
abuse as being far more destructive than the physical violence they experience at the
hands of their intimate partners.
Researchers in the field of intimate partner battering and abuse often emphasize
the importance of considering the perceptions of abuse by the victim (Walker, 1984). But
few investigations have examined the effects ofpsychological abuse for African
American women and the implications of decreased self-esteem. In a review ofBlack
spousal abuse coverage in the social science literature, Uzzell and Pebbles-Wilkins
(1989) findings revealed that out of thirteen recent articles only two presented analyses
which dealt with specifically with Black sub-samples. Given the documentation that
psychological abuse is frequently a precursor to and an accompaniment of physical abuse
1
2
among battered women, it is imperative African Americans and other non-whites are
included in studies of intimate relationship violence.
African American culture is rich with religious and spiritual traditions and
practices that largely have been ignored in traditional social work approaches to
intervention with this population. Although the social work profession has become aware
that in order to be effective in African American communities, nontraditional methods of
service delivery are essential, these approaches have rarely included spirituality. Given
the influence that spirituality and religion are believed to have in the lives ofAfrican
American women, it is imperative that social workers endeavor to encourage their clients
to develop an awareness of spirituality and religion as resources that can be applied to the
presenting problem.
Statement ofThe Problem
There has been much research on physical violence in intimate relationships. But
little research has examined psychological abuse (Stets, 1990). This may be due to the
belief that the consequences ofpsychological abuse are not severe and therefore not as
important as the abuse from physical abuse. Recently more researchers are investing the
impact ofpsychological abuse and its negative outcomes. More women experience
psychological abuse than physical violence. Thirty-five percent ofall women who are or
have been in married or common-law relationships had experienced psychological abuse
(Follingstad & Dehart, 2000). In comparison, 29% ofwomen have been physically
assaulted by their male partners. Although physical forms ofviolence are more
compelling to address in the research, psychological forms of abuse can also be
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devastating. Some victims of intimate partner abuse described psychological abuse as
constituting the most painful abuse they experience (Walker, 1984). Many women report
that psychological abuse is responsible for long-term problems with health, self-esteem,
depression and anxiety. Those who have examined the correlation between physical and
psychological abuse have consistently demonstrated that higher levels ofpsychological
abuse are associated with higher levels ofphysical assault (Murphy & O’Leaiy, 1989;
Stets, 1990; Straus, 1979; Tolman, 1992).
Research on domestic violence suggests that women who are victims ofabuse
experience a constellation ofadverse psychological effects. Indeed, some battered
women described psychological degradation, fear, and humiliation as constituting the
most painful abuse they experienced (Walker, 1984). More recently, Leidig (1992)
described a pattern ofpsychological consequences ofabuse that includes chronic
depression, stigma, guilt and low self-esteem. Conclusions from these and other studies
of abuse point to low self esteem and depression as perhaps the most common
psychological consequences of intimate partner abuse. Follingstad, Rutledge, Berg,
Hause, & Polek, (1990) found the effects of emotional abuse has long term debilitating
effects on a woman’s sense ofself and integrity. It is evident from previous studies that
psychological abuse diminishes a woman’s belief in her own competence, undermines
her sense ofworth, and independence.
The professional stance ofvaluing and supporting cultural and ethnic diversity is
well established in social work practice. A review ofmajor social work texts has
revealed numerous statements that support the importance of cultural sensitivity in all
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aspects of social work practice, including cautions against holding personal values as
absolutes in making client assessments (Northen, 1982), the need for a working
knowledge ofvarious cultural norms in selecting appropriate interventions (Hepworth,
Larsen, & Rooney, 1997), and the importance ofunderstanding the fear and distrust of
social work held by various cultural groups (Woods & Hollis, 1990). By recognizing and
affirming clients’ social, ethnic, and cultural diversity, the social worker puts into
practice the two hallmark values of the profession: (1) the client’s right to dignity and
self-worth and (2) the right of self-determination. However, this professional concern for
recognizing client diversity traditionally has not been extended to the client’s religious or
spiritual diversity (Canda, 1988; Goldstein, 1983; Joseph, 1987, Siporin, 1985).
Spirituality as a coping mechanism has recently emerged as an area of interest
among researchers (Krause & Tran, 1989; Pargament et al., 1992). Studies have found
that spirituality can positively affect how individuals organize their lives and cope with
life stress in that it may have preventative values in areas such as cognitive stress
inoculation and psychosocial competency building (Hathaway & Pargament, 1990;
Pargament et al., 1992). Among many Afiican Americans, the use of spiritual practices
such as prayer and meditation is often cited as a means of coping with various life issues
(Billings & Moos, 1981). In particular, Afiican American women have been found to use
prayer in response to physical health as well as interpersonal, emotional, and dearth
problems (Broman, 1996).The use ofprayer and meditation as coping strategies may
reflect, in part, some Afiican American’s attempts to minimize the potential stigma
associated with using formal mental health services (Broman, 1996, Pargament, 1997).
Regarding the use of formal mechanisms to address mental health concerns, some
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African American women may perceive counseling as an expensive solution with limited
availability (hooks, 1993). When economic considerations are not a primary determining
factor, issues such as perceived differences in life experiences and the potential for
cultural misunderstandings may influence some African Americans’ willingness to
pursue counseling (Eugene, 1995). Some African Americans may avoid seeking
counseling because they perceive that traditional mental health settings are inherently
oppressive or because they believe that their practitioners will ignore spiritual or religious
issues (Richardson & June, 1997). Hence, it may be difficult for some African American
women to present for counseling to deal with mental health concerns that may not be
addressed with sufficient attention to cultural, spiritual, or religious issues.
Significance ofThe Study
Few studies have been conducted on the nature of intimate partner abuse between
Afiican American partners (Lockhart &White, 1989). Furthermore, most studies
compare racial groups \\dthout investigating patterns within groups (Fontes, 1998).
Analysis ofnationally representative samples have found that race in itself is no
significant factor in the incidence of intimate partner violence (Coley & Beckett 1988).
Race, however, does greatly shape the contexts ofwomen’s lives (Wyatt, 1994);
therefore, factors relevant to Afiican American women’s involvement with an abusive
partner cannot be assumed to be identical to those influencing White women. Such
factors are best examined through the investigation ofAfiican American women, rather
than through comparing them with White women (Koss, Goodman, Browne, Fitzgerald,
Keita, & Russo, 1994).
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One important dimension in the lives of African American women is spirituality.
Spirituality, manifested in church involvement, a close relationship with God, and the use
ofprayer, has also been identified as a key coping mechanism for African Americans
(Gibbs, 1988). Surprisingly, few studies have examined the role of these factors in the
intimate partner violence experiences ofAfrican American women. Given the
importance of spirituality in the African American personality and the recent recognition
that spirituality may provide a helpful framework in managing negative life events, the
present research investigates how spirituality relates to positive mental health outcomes
(e.g. self-esteem) among African American women in psychologically abusive
relationships.
Symptoms of low self-esteem, depression, anxiety, anger and perceptions of
powerlessness have been reported in studies ofabused women (Cascardi & O’Leary,
1992; Walker, 1981). A comprehensive understanding of the psychological factors
afflicted by the experience of abuse can be used to assist social workers in helping
women extricate themselves from abusive relationships and recover from the adverse
effects. This is important because prolonged exposure to abuse can lead to more serious
conditions, such as posstraumatic stress disorders as suggested by Graham and Rawlings
(1991).
Purpose ofThe Study
The purpose of the present study is to determine ifpsychological abuse is a
mediating factor in the self-esteem of abused African American women. The second
purpose for the study is to investigate the use of spirituality as a coping mechanism for
7
abused women. Finally, this research is intended to call greater attention to the
contextual complexities ofAfrican American women’s lives when conducting research.
The literature to be reviewed will highlight those studies that reflect African
American experience in the areas of intimate partner psychological abuse, self esteem,
childhood observation of abuse, and spirituality as a coping mechanism against adversity.
Many of these variables were chosen because of their association with women and
domestic violence in previous literature, whereas spirituality was identified because of its
significance in the lives ofAfrican Americans.
CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This chapter provides the reader Avith an overview ofpast research and literature
conducted by professional individuals in the fields of family violence. Throughout this
chapter, the reader will be introduced to discussions that may have some type ofaffect on
the variables examined. These variable include psychological abuse, self-esteem,
spirituality and conceptual fi-amework. Limitations ofthe literature are discussed as it
relates to the purpose ofthis study, as well as additional research questions.
Historical Perspective of Intimate Partner Abuse
Intimate partner abuse typically involves physical assault ofa female by a male,
although male abuse is not unknown. Some think that violence between husbands and
wives is also equal (Gelles & Cornell, 1990). Intimate partner abuse has occurred
throughout recorded history. During ancient and medieval times, men had the legal right
to beat their female partners for minor acts, such as attending public games without
permission, drinking wine, or walking outdoors with their faces uncovered (Gordon, 1988).
During the Middle Ages when parents mostly arranged marriages, the woman was more
protected. Around the fifth century A.D., the practice ofwife beating declined so that by
400 A. D., near the end of the Roman Empire, wife beating could be grounds for divorce
(O’Fallin & Marlines, 1974).
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However, some scholars suggest that this was not the case in African countries
where African Americans originated. Clarke (1992) writes that the status ofAfrican
women was higher and, thus, probably more respected than that ofEuropean women in
earlier times. Diop (1978) observed that, in the matrilineal societies ofAfrica, the man
brought the dowry to the woman suggesting that the woman in these societies (in contrast
to the later European societies) had respected rights. Diop further notes that, during the
entire reigns of the pharaohs in Egypt, African women enjoyed complete freedom, in
contrast to the condition of segregation experienced by European women ofancient and
medieval times. These scholars write that they have been unable to find any evidence in
the historical literature relating to a system of ill treatment ofAfiican women by their
men. If the aforementioned accounts are true, the pattern of intimate partner abuse as
reported in the recent literature did not have its origins in Afiican tradition. However,
this premise is disputed in studies conducted in East and Central Afiica that found the
wife to be the most often victimized and most often killed person in the immediate family
(Mushanga, 1978).
Afiican American Intimate Partner Abuse
In the first national sample of families experiencing violence, Straus, Gelles, &
Steinmetz (1981) found that 11% ofAfiican American women compared to 3% ofwhite
women were victims of intimate partner abuse and that Afiican American women were
twice as likely as white women to report inflicting severe violence toward their partners.
In addition, intimate abuse was 400% greater among Afiican American couples than
white couples and Afiican American men had a greater rate ofoverall and severe
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violence when compared to white men. Cazenave and Straus (1979), using the Conflict
Tactics Scale (CTS) data fi'om the first national sample of families experiencing violence
(Straus et al. 1981), found that Afiican American men who were blue-collar workers had
a higher rate of severe male to female violence than white men. However, when family
income was controlled, Afiican American respondents were more likely than white
respondents to have slapped their partners within the last year, with the exception of
those in the lowest income range. Straus et al. (1981) noted that these conclusions were
difficult to interpret because of differences in income and occupation between Afiican
Americans and whites. They argued that the comparison ofmarital violence rates by race
may be misleading and suggested that the appearance of racial differences may be due to
educational or income levels, employment status, differences in cultural expectations, and
values concerning violence.
Lockhart (1987) asserted that violent problem solving methods used by Afiican
American marital partners maybe components of subcultural norms and developmental
experiences rather than race. She stressed the need to study differences among Afiican
Americans rather than differences between Afiican Americans and Whites to understand
intimate partner violence in the Afiican American community (Lockhart & White, 1989).
Hampton and Newberger (1985) concluded that violence associated with Afiican
American families may reflect the judgment of service agency personnel and not




Psychological abuse is damaging even when not accompanied by physical
violence (Tolman, 1992), and the long-term impact is often worse than physical violence
(Dobash & Dobash, 1992; Vitanza, Vogel, & Marshall, 1995). The study of
psychologically abusive relationships that are not also physically abusive is still
exploratory (DeGregoria, 1987: Follingstad, et. al., 1990); however, awareness of
psychological abuse in intimate relationships as a serious and damaging problem has
been developing over recent years (Anderson, Boulette, & Schwartz, 1991: Murphy and
Casardi, 1999; Tolman, 1992; Walker, 1984). Most previous studies ofpsychological
abuse in intimate relationships have considered it as a precursor to physical abuse or an
aspect ofphysically abusive relationships, with psychological abuse seen as a correlated
yet distinct phenomenon (Sonkin, Martin, and Walker, 1985; Tohnan, 1989; Walker,
1979); however, some research has been done on aspects of the psychological abuse of
women as a unique form of interpersonal aggression (DeGregoria, 1987; Stets, 1990).
A few studies have focused on the pervasiveness ofpsychological abuse or
emotional abuse. In a 1985 study ofdivorced women, Cleek and Pearson found 55.5%
identified emotional abuse as the cause of their divorce. In a 1989 study ofpsychological
abuse in dating relationships of college women, Raymond and Brushi found that 27% of
the women studied had relationships characterized by high negative or abusive behavior
and low positive or kind behavior. Of couples seeking services at a marital clinic, Straus
(1979) reported 89% to 97% ofmarried couples and more than two-thirds of engaged
couples had engaged in all the psychological aggressive behaviors on the Conflict Tactics
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Scale during the previous twelve months. It is assumed that the actual number ofwomen
in psychologically abusive relationships is very high (Engels, 1990). According to a
survey of234 battered women 72% said psychological/emotional abuse had a more
severe impact than physical abuse, 45% describe ridicule as the worst kind ofemotional
abuse; 90% said their partner had ridiculed them, 79% reported their partner had isolated
them jfrom social or financial support and 74% said their partner had threatened them
(Follingstad, et. al., 1990). In one study 72% ofwomen reported that being ridiculed by
their abusive partners had the greatest impact on them, followed by threats ofphysical
abuse, jealousy, and restriction or isolation (Chang, 1996)
Family violence is an important public health problem in the United States. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has focused attention on prevention and the
study ofviolence. A recent study conducted at the University ofSouth Carolina found
psychological abuse to have a significant impact on a woman’s health, putting her in
increased risk for arthritis, migraine headaches and sexually transmitted diseases.
According to lead researcher Dr. Ann Coker (2000) nearly 14% ofwomen respondents
had suffered emotional abuse by an intimate partner without actual physical violence.
Compared with women who had never been abused, victims ofemotional abuse were
nearly 50% more likely to have a disability that prevented them fi-om working and nearly
two times more likely to have sexually transmitted infections (Coker, 2000). White
women were more likely than black women to suffer emotional abuse (Coker, 2000).
For a woman being abused, physical violence is but one ofthe tools that her
abuser uses to have power and control over many, or all, aspects ofher life (Coring,
1994). Many formerly battered women who have even suffered life-threatening injuries
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say that the physical abuse was nothing compared to the psychological and emotional
abuse they endured (Loring, 1994). Once the threat of danger was established, lesser
means ofexerting control such as slamming a door, raising a voice, or breaking a dish
increased in effectiveness (Vitanza, Vogel & Marshell, 1995).
Self-Esteem
Low esteem has been recognized by many as a common characteristic ofwomen
in abusive relationships (Mitchell & Hodson, 1983; Walker, 1979). Several studies have
linked women’s experiences ofbattering by male partners with low self-esteem (Andrews
& Brown, 1988; Dutton & Painter, 1993; Mills, 1984; Russell & Hulson, 1992) Others,
however, have failed to make this connection (Campbell, 1989, Russell, Lipov, Philhps,
&White, 1989). Battered women are often described as having very low self-esteem and
as feeling powerless to change their situation. Terminating an abusive relationship
requires many situational and psychological changes that may be more difficult for
women that have low self-esteem. Aguilar and Nightingale (1994) conducted a
comparative study ofbattered women and nonbattered women to gain a more precise
understanding of the relationship between self-esteem and abusive partnerships. Their
findings revealed that the battered women had significantly lower self-esteem index
scores than did the nonbattered women.
While the effects ofphysical abuse on the victim have received attention, less is
known about how psychological abuse effects an individual. However, several
investigations have suggested that psychological abuse also has a significant impact on
mental health. For example, Feraro (1979) found that experiencing emotional and
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psychological forms of abuse, such as fear and humiliation, contributed to long-term
detrimental effects on women’s self-esteem. Very early research even suggested that
those with low self-esteem attracted batterers as partners (Shainess, 1977). A
meta-analysis of risk markers for women’s abuse provided no direct evidence that the
women’s low self-esteem contributed to future abuse. In fact, the only characteristic of
women that consistently distinguished battered women from others in this meta-analysis
was that the battered women were more likely to have witnessed violence in their family
of origin (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986). Using standardized measures of self-esteem,
Aguilar & Nightingale (1994) researchers have found that battered women have
significantly lower self-esteem index scores than non-battered women and that low self¬
esteem is particularly associated with emotionally controlling abuse. Among four types
of abuse (physical abuse, emotional/controlling abuse, sexual/emotional abuse and
miscellaneous abuse), only the emotional/controlling abuse was significantly related to
women’s lowered self-esteem. These findings suggest that the controlling nature of
abuse leads to feelings ofpowerlessness and hopelessness, even more than the physical
abuse.
In a study on psychological well being, Afiican American women reported the
lowest level ofwell being of either gender or race. More than one halfof the African
American women surveyed (63%) reported moderate to severe levels ofdistress (Bell, &
Hill-Chance, 1991). That Afiican American women possess two second-class citizenship
in society-being Black and being female-may cause considerable stress. In addition to
racism and sexism, there are also social, economic and educational factors that create
pressure on the Afiican American women (Bell, & Mattis, 2000).
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Although, many authors have noted low self-esteem ofwomen in abusive
relationships, the evidence of low self-esteem is inconsistent. Women with low self¬
esteem are thought to be vulnerable to abuse and more tolerant in permitting the abuse to
continue. However, because research measures of self-esteem are only known while
women are in the midst of abusive relationship and on leaving the relationship, no cause
and effect relationship can be stated. Additionally, the majority of abused women and
self-esteem studies have been conducted onWhite women and little representation of
women of color.
Spirituality
Spirituality and religion have historically played important roles in the lives of
numerous African Americans (Mendes, 1982; Nobles, 1991;Taylor, Thornton, &
Chatters, 1987), and many African Americans have been reared with a belief in God or a
Higher Power (Boyd-Franklin, 1989). The baseline rates of religious involvement for
African Americans are generally higher than those of the general U. S. population
(Chatters, Taylor, & Lincoln, 1999; Levin, Taylor, & Chatters, 1994; Taylor, Chatters,
Jakody, & Levin, 1996). For example, African Americans have been found to (a) report
higher levels ofattendance at religious services than Whites, (b) read more religious
materials and monitor religious broadcasts more than Whites, and (c) seek spiritual
comfort through religion more so thanWhites. Furthermore, African American high
school students indicated that religion was “very important in their lives” significantly
more often thanWhite high school students (Taylor et al., 1996). African American
women have been found to use prayer in response to physical health as well as
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interpersonal, emotional, and death problems (Broman, 1996) The use ofprayer as a
coping strategy may reflect, in part, some Afncan Americans attempts to minimize the
potential stigma associated with using formal mental health services. (Broman, 1996;
Pargament, 1997).
Spirituality as a pervasive force in contemporary American society is deeply
influencing several helping professions such as social work, psychology, counseling,
education, medicine, nursing, and addictions treatment programs. An explosion of
professional and popular literature in spirituality is indicative ofthe resurgence of interest
(Richards & Bergin, 1997). There seems to be emerging a new era ofunderstanding
regarding how to unlock the mysteries ofhealing through belief, faith, and imagination
rather than through rational explanations ofphysical cause and effect alone (Borysenko,
1987).
Spiritual and religious beliefs have been shown to influence Afncan American
people’s understanding of forgiveness, liberation, hope, justice, salvation, the meaning
and purpose of life, and their responses to oppression (Cone, 1997; Lincoln & Mamiya,
1990). Spirituality and religion play central roles in structuring Afncan American
people’s interpersonal relationships, including their ideas about social obligations, their
choice of romantic partners, and their definitions of community (Billingsley & Caldwell,
1991; Boykin & Ellison, 1995; Scanzoni, 1971). Spirituality and religion have shaped
Afncan American people’s notions ofcivic responsibility (Caldwell, Chatters, Billingsley
& Taylor, 1995; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Moore, 1997; Townsend, 1997), and have
influenced their political beliefs and patterns ofpoUtical participation (Calhoun-Brown,
1996; Harris, 1994; Reese & Brown, 1995). Furthermore, spirituality and religiousness
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have been shown to affect the physical and psychological well being ofAfrican
Americans (Blaine & Crocker, 1995; McAdoo, 1995; Stevenson, 1997), their folk heaUng
practices (Jackson, 1997), and their efforts to cope with adversity (Lincoln & Mamiya,
1990; Neighbors, Jackson, Bowman, & Gurin, 1983; Taylor & Chatters, 1991).
Spirituality has been identified by a number of researchers and scholars as a
fundamental attribute of the Afiican American personality (Akbar, 1991; Myers, 1988;
Phillips, 1990). Through the study of religious traditions among native-born Afiican and
Afiican Americans (DuBois, 1978; Frazier, 1978; Mbiti, 1975), as well as through the
study of the structure of self-concept (Myers, 1988; Nobles, 1991), scholars have found
that spirituality and religious traditions among persons ofAfiican descent provide a
central organizing fi-amework for how Afiican Americans know themselves, solve
problems, and feel connected to each other (Moore, 1997). The spiritual aspect of people
ofAfiican descent recognizes their intuitive and sensory ways ofknowing. It also
provides continuity between the past and the present (Akbar, 1991). In essence, for
people ofAfiican descent, spirituality significantly contributes to those assumptions
about self, others and self-world relationships. Consequently, scholars have identified it
as a key component of the Afiicentric worldview or the set ofbeliefs, values, and
assumptions that reflect fundamental values found among persons ofAfiican descent
(Akbar, 1991; Myers, 1988; Phillips, 1990; Randolph & Banks, 1993).
Although they did not study spirituality directly, Krause and Tran (1989) found
that among older African Americans, religiousness buffered the effects ofnegative life
events by supporting feelings of self-worth and personal control. They also found that
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those who turned to religion during stressfiil life events experienced less psychological
distress than those who were not involved in religious activities. Similarly, Koenig,
George, & Siegler (1988) found that 45% ofolder African Americans turned to religion
or some type of religious activity to cope with stressful life events. These findings
suggest that spirituality and religiosity influence virtually every domain ofAfiican
American life.
Limitations ofThe Literature
Most of the research on the psychological impact of intimate partner violence
focuses onWhite women as victims, and the psychological impairments women suffer as
a consequence of abuse. Research is scarce on consequences for people ofcolor. There is
also Uttle research on how ethnically diverse victims cope, how they do escape, how
others can help facilitate change in these relationships to buffer stress, women’s strengths
and resilience in the face ofbattering, and most importantly on how to prevent violence
or protect victims early on so that the psychological consequences are reduced or
eliminated.
Over the past decade, many theorist and service providers have argued that there
is a need for models ofdomestic violence that are culturally grounded. That is, there is a
need for models ofdomestic violence that account for the role of race, class, culture,
immigrant status, sexual orientation, and religion in the cycle ofviolence (Richie, 1996;
Williams & Becker, 1994). Equally important, there is a need for models ofdomestic
violence that are relevant to the development ofculturally competent programs for
prevention and intervention (Williams & Becker, 1994).
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Although much has been written about the importance ofreligious tradition and
the role of the Black Church and spirituality in the lives ofAfrican Americans, there has
been little empirical research that examines how spirituality relates to other aspects of the
personality such as self-esteem. African American women who are in abusive
relationships encounter a daily struggle to maintain some sense ofcontrol and optimism.
Excluding minority women in studies on family violence overlooks the strength
and resources developed by African American women within their own communities.
Culturally competent intervention ofabused African American women requires an
appreciation of the distinct factors that leave African American women particularly
vulnerable to abuse ofmen.
Theoretical Framework
Social learning theory is most useful in understanding the psychologically
abusing ofAfrican American women by their intimate partners. The research literature on
domestic violence contains a well documented relation between family oforigin violence
and male abuse of female intimates, and numerous researchers have stated that family of
origin violence is a major predictor ofdomestic violence (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986).
In fact, violence in the family oforigin frequently is cited as the most consistent
demographic factor that characterizes abusive families (Gelles, 1974). For example, in a
study conducted on psychological abuse with college women in intimate relationships,
participants were asked if they would characterize their parents’ relationship with each
other as involving psychological abuse, the findings revealed that 57.9% of the abused
participants, in striking contrast to 27.8% of the nonabused participants, responded “yss”.
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The responses by the psychologically abused participants, 52.6 % reported that their
father was psychological abusive towards their mother and 36.8% reported that their
mother was psychologically abusive towards their father. In contrast, results indicate that
25.0% of the non-abused participants reported that their father psychologically abused
their mother, and 10.9% reported that their mother psychologically abused their father
(Pipes & LeBoy-Keeler, 1997).
The most widely cited theoretical premise of these studies is the social learning
theory of family violence. In that theory, the individual is presumed to be conditioned to
express anger and to ventilate frustrations based on parental example, either as violence
directed toward the child or violence between parents (Julian, McKenry, Gavazzi, &
Law, 1999). This theory also states that the victim’s low self-esteem is a result of the
abuse she has suffered and that it is a learned response. Social learning theory also posits
that boys are socialized to violence and repression oftheir emotions and to use anger as
the primary outlet (Loring, 1994).
At the heart of this current study are social learning theory assumptions that
lessons learned in childhood about responses to emotion, controlling others, and
inappropriate boundaries between family members are often re-enacted. As children
witness the reward ofadult violence, then, they are likely to engage in or practice the
abusive behavior in later adult intimate relationships. This notion that individuals react
behaviorally and emotionally to external circumstances based on learning process was
articulated by Albert Bandura (1973) a number ofyears ago in the concept of the social
learning theory. As applied to intimate partner abuse cases, Bandura’s model shows a
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step-by-step process of learning abusive behavior; observe violence; observe
consequences; practice violence and experience consequences.
Hampton and Gelles (1994) found African American respondents who had
observed parental violence had significantly higher rates ofhusband-to-wife violence.
However when controlled for gender of the respondents, females had no relationship
between witnessing violence in the family oforigin and the higher lever ofhusband-to
wife violence during the current year.
There is abundant evidence from both clinical observations and survey research
that individuals who have witnessed physical violence as well as psychological violence
in their family oforigin have a higher probability ofusing violence than those who have
not (Hotaling and Sugarman, 1986; Kalmuss, 1984; Rosenbaum and O’Leary, 1981).
Definition ofTerms
For the purpose ofthis study the terms are conceptualized as follows;
Intimate Partner; marital, cohabitative and intimate dating relationships, it encompasses
heterosexual, gay, and lesbian partnerships.
Psychological Abuse; any pervasive behavior that is designed to control and subjugate
another human being through the use of fear, humiliation, verbal attacks, isolation,
jealousy, verbal threats, economic abuse, emotional blackmail and destruction ofpersonal
property.
Self-Esteem; the totality of the individual’s perception of self that includes self concept
(mental), self-image (physical), and social concept (cultural) (Steffenhagan & Bums,
1987).
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Spirituality: the way in which clients construct a connection to or belief in a divine,
sacred, and/or power force that is greater than humankind. Spirituality affects the way
that individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to their world as well as significant social
others (Mattis, 2000).
Social Learning Theory: Violence is learned, through role models provided by the family
(parents, siblings, relatives, and boyfiiends/girlfiiends), either directly or indirectly, and
reinforced in childhood and continued in adulthood as a coping response to stress or a
method ofconflict resolution (Bandura, 1973).
Statement ofThe Hypothesis
The present study examined intimate partner abuse in a cultural context. Afiican
American women who experienced intimate psychological partner abuse were compared
with Afiican American women who were not in abusive relationships. This investigation
was guided by the following hypotheses.
It is hypothesized that Afncan American women in psychological abusive
intimate relationships will have lower self-esteem scores and lower scores in regard to
utilizing spirituality as a coping mechanism against adversity. Conversely, non-abused
Afiican American women who are not in abusive intimate relations will have higher




As seen through the literature review, research regarding psychological abuse,
self-esteem and spirituality regarding African American women is scant. This limitation
added signifrcance to the importance and rationale of the present study. This chapter will
describe, in detail, the sample of this study and methodology used to collect and analyze
the data.
Research Design
For the purposes of this study, a descriptive design was chosen. The design
notation for this is X OiOi. X represents the independent variable ofpsychological abuse
in both hypothesis and 0 represents the dependent variable, self-esteem in hypothesis one
and spirituality as a coping mechanism in hypothesis two. The purpose of this type of
design was to look for associations between the variables that are being examined. In this
case, the variables of self-esteem scores, spiritual coping mechanisms, and psychological
abuse.
There were several validity threats identified with this type of design. One, the
samples are convenience samples and findings may not be generalized directly to other
victims of intimate partner violence. Self-report instructions may contribute to validity
threats of the study. Finally, physical abuse was not controlled therefore some of the





The experimental group ofabused women was recruited from a non-profit
organization that provides crisis lines, emergency shelter, support groups, legal advocacy,
and education and prevention services to battered women. The organization is located in
Decatur, Georgia. The control group ofnon-abused women was selected through
voluntary recruitment at a large predominately Afiican American non-denominational
church in the Atlanta metropolitan area and an African American natural hair salon.
Sampling
The population of interest was Afncan American women who sought services
other than shelter from the battered women’s organization and African American women
who self-identified as not being in abusive intimate relationships. The minimum age of
the all respondents was eighteen years old. The population was predominately
heterosexual Afiican American female. One respondent was self-identified as a Lesbian.
Data Collection/Procedure/Instrumentation
A written questionnaire consisted of41 questions (see Appendix A). The
questionnaire consisted of five parts. Part I of the survey obtained demographic
information about the participant’s personal and family background, including ethnicity,
educational attainment, employment status, relationship status, household income and
number and ages ofchildren in the household.
Part II of the questionnaire is the standardized Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
(RSES). TheRSES scale consists of 10 items that measure an individual’s global
feelings ofself-worth. Items require the respondent to report positive or negative feelings
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about the self on a 4-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to strongly agree.” In
scoring the final results, questions 2,5, 6, 8, and 9; strongly agree and agree indicate low
self-esteem and for questions 1, 3,4,7, and 10; strongly disagree and agree indicate low
self-esteem levels. Blascovich and Tomaka’s (1991) review indicated adequate reliability
and validity.
Part in of the questionnaire obtained the experiences ofpsychological abuse in
four distinct clusters; controlling/emotional, verbal, financial, and jealous abuse. The
questionnaire is adapted from Tolman’s (1989) psychological abuse measurement (the
Psychological Maltreatment ofWomen Inventory (PMWI) that was validated on a
sample ofbattered women and abusive men entering a domestic violence program.
Part IV of the questionnaire examined exposure to psychological abuse in the
family oforigin by either the male or female figures in the household. Previous research
has suggested that an individual may learn relationship violence as a child in a violent
home and may report it as an adult (Gelles, 1974). Responses were recorded using a
Likert type scale to indicate the frequency ofwitnessing psychological abuse. The
breakdown ofthe responses was as follows: a=Never, b=Once or twice, c=Sometimes
and d=Often.
Part V of the questionnaire assesses spirituality through seven items. Questions 36
and 37 addressed the spiritual practices and frequency. Responses for question 36 were
scored on a Likert type scale ranging from: a=Not at all spiritual, b=Not very spiritual,
c=Somewhat spiritual, d=Very spiritual. Responses for question 37 was also scored on a
Likert type scale ranging from: a=Once per year or less, b=Once per month to several
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times per year, c=Once per week to several times per month, d=Several times per day to
several times per month. The five remaining questions were scored using a Likert-type
scale ranging fi-om: a=Strongly agree, b=Agree, c=Disagree, d=Strongly disagree.
In order to assure liability and validity, the psychological and spirituality portions
were pretested to select individuals to assure all questions and concepts were understood.
The purpose ofthis study was to identify the impact of psychological abuse on Afncan
American women’s levels of self-esteem and to investigate spirituality as a coping
mechanism for abused and non-abused women.
The questionnaire was administered to the experimental group of identified
abused women at the battered women’s agency’s administrative ofBce by the researcher
and appointed staffof the agency. The questionnaire took approximately 10-15 minutes
to complete. It was emphasized that participation in the survey was completely voluntary,
that participation would not affect the women receiving services fi'om the agency, and
they could refiase to participate or withdraw at any time without penalty. Women were
also assured that their responses to interview questions would be confidential. The
women were then asked to sign an informed consent form. Two envelopes were
provided, one for the questionnaire and one for the informed consent form. The
participants were directed to place the completed questionnaire in the designated
envelope.
Non-abused women volunteers were recruited primarily fi-om a large
predominately Afncan American non-denominational church and an Afiican American
natural hair salon in the Atlanta area. The questionnaire was distributed one Sunday after
services to Afiican American women volunteers. Description and purpose of the study
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was explained to each woman and an informed consent was signed. The researcher
emphasized the confidentiality of the study to each woman. The participants placed the
informed consent forms and questionnaires into separate envelopes.
The researcher explained the purpose of the study to the women in the natural hair
salon and recruited volunteers. Confidentiality of the study was emphasized to each
volunteer. Participants were instructed to place the questionnaires and informed consent
forms into the designated envelopes. Prior to distribution, the questionnaires were coded
with distinctive markings to avoid mixing the two samples.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the SPSS-PC statistical program. In order to analyze
the hypothesis, cross-tab was used to determine associations between abused and
non-abused women in their responses to self-esteem, psychological abuse, and
spirituality. A codebook was created as a guide for reading the data. The data used in this
study fi’om the questionnaire included Likert-type questions. The results of these analyses
are presented in Chapter Four.
CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
The researcher was interested in answering two main questions: (a)
psychologically abused women’s self-esteem levels scores would be lower than non-
abused women, (b) psychologically abused women would utilize spirituality as a coping
mechanism against adversity less than the non-abused women. This section presents the
findings for each of these questions analyzed as well as other related questions.
Demographic Characteristics ofThe Samples
The sample consisted of 15 Afiican American women fi'om a non-profit battered
women organization in the Decatur area and 9 Afiican American women fi’om a
non-denominational church and 6 Afiican American women from an Afiican American
natural hair salon. The ages for the participants ranged from 18 to 57 years ofage with
the mean age of 33. Sixty percent (9) of the abused women reported a college education,
20% (3) some college, 7% (1) high school diploma and 13% (2) less than high school
diploma. Sixty percent (9) of the non-abused women reported a college education, 20%
(3) some college and 20% (3) a high school diploma. Fifty-three percent (8) of the abused
group reported being married, 33% (5) Single/Never Married, 7% (1) Divorced and 7%
(1) Separated. Forty percent (6) of the non-abused group reported being Married, 20% (3)
Living with Partner, 13% (2) Single/NeverMarried and 27% (4) Divorced. Seventy-three
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0 to 9,999 2 6.7
10,000 to 19,999 4 13.3
20,000 to 29,999 6 20.0
30,000 to 49,999 6 20.0




non-abused women had children and 40% (6) had no children. Eighty percent (12) ofthe
abused group was employed fulltime, 13% (2) was employed part-time and 7% (1) was
unemployed. Seventy-three percent (11) of the non-abused group was employed
fulltime, 13% (2) was employed part-time and 13% (20) was unemployed. Household
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income for the abused group ranged from 7% (1) 0 to 9,999, 13% (2) 10,000 to 19,999,
27%(4) 20,000 to 29,999, 13% (2) 30,000 to 49,999 and 40% (6) 50,000 to 75,999. For
the non-abused group the household income ranged from 7% (1) 0 to 9,999, 13% (2)
10,000 to 19,999, 13% (2) 20,000 to 29,999,27% (4) 30,000 to 49,999, and 40% (6)
50,000 to 75,999 (see Table 1).
Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations for Self-Esteem flSl=301
N Mean Standard
Deviation
Self-Satisfied Abused 15 3.07 .458
Non-abused 15 3.40 .507
I am no good Abused 15 3.27 .458
Non-abused 15 3.20 .775
I have no good qualities Abused 15 3.60 .507
Non-abused 15 3.73 .458
I do things well Abused 15 3.40 .507
Non-abused 15 3.47 .640
I don’t have much to be Abused 15 3.40 .507
proud of Non-abused 15 3.40 .828
I feel useless at times Abused 15 3.07 .961
Non-abused 15 3.13 .916
I am a person ofworth Abused 15 3.27 .961
Non-abused 15 3.53 .516
I could have more Abused 15 2.87 .640
respect for myself Non-abused 15 3.27 .704
I am a failure Abused 15 3.60 .828
Non-abused 15 3.73 .458
I have a positive attitude Abused 15 2.93 .884
toward myself Non-abused 15 3.73 .458
31
Hypothesis
The first hypothesis assumed psychologically abused women would have lower
self-esteem levels than non-abused women. Table 2 shows there are no differences
between the abused and non-abused women samples regarding self-esteem levels.
Seventy-three percent to 93% of the abused group participants scored in the high self¬
esteem levels in comparison to 88% to 100% of the non-abused group who indicated high
self-esteem levels.
Figure 1. Spirituality as Coping Mechanism Against Adversity
The second hypothesis tested is psychologically abused women would report
spirituality as a coping mechanism against adversity less than those women who were
non- abused. There was no significant difference between the samples groups.
Seventy-three percent of abused women strongly agree with the statement, spirituality
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provides support, strength, ability and willingness to cope with adversity, and 27% agree
with the statement. The percentage for the non-abused group was 80% strongly agree
and 20% agree, (see Figure 1).
Table 3:
Means and Standard Deviations for Controlling/Emotional Psychological Abuse
Means Standard Deviation
Partner Swore At Me Abused 2.5 .74
Non-Abused 1.2 .41
Partner monitored my Abused 1.7 .82
time Non-Abused 1.2 .56
Partner restricted my Abused 1.2 .56
use of the phone Non-Abused 1.0 .00
Partner tried to keep Abused 1.9 .99
from doing for myself Non-Abused 1.0 .00
Partner accused me of Abused 1.9 1.10
having an affair Non-Abused 1.0 .00
Partner blamed me for Abused 1.9 1.01
his problems Non-Abused 1.3 .59
Partner tried to make Abused 1.8 1.01









Partner told me my Abused 2.13 1.24
feelings were crazy Non-Abused 1.67 .90
Table 3 shows abused women reported higher levels ofcontrolling/emotional
abuse for several questions in this area. Ninety-three percent of the abused group had
been sworn at by her partner, in comparison to 20% of the non-abused having
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experienced their partner swearing at her. Forty-six percent of the abused group had time
had been monitored by her partner, while only 13% ofthe non-abused group time had
been monitored. Fifty-three percent of the abused group had been accused ofhaving an
affair, while none of the non-abused group had been accused. None of the non-abused group
had their partner interfere with her family relationships in comparison to 47% of the abused
sample partner had interfered with her family relationships. Fifty-three percent of the abused
group partner had tried to keep her fi-om doing things for herself, while none of the
non-abused group partner had attempted to keep her from doing for herself Sixty percent of
abused group had been told by her partner that her feelings were crazy, 47% had been told
my her partner that her feelings were crazy. Twenty percent of the non-abused group had
been blame for her partner’s problems in comparison to 86% of the abused group having
been blamed by her partner for his problems. Seven percent of the non-abused group had
partner fry to make her feel crazy, in comparison to 47% ofdie abused group having her
partner try to make her feel crazy.
Table 4
Crosstabs for Financial Abuse rN=301
Participant Never Once or Twice Sometimes Often
Partner used money
or made important




Non-abused 10 4 1
Table 4 shows the responses for financial abuse among the sample groups. Forty-
Seven percent ofabused sample reported their partner never used money or made financial
decisions without talking widi her and 67% (10) of the non-abused group reported partner
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never used or made financial decisions without talking with her. Thirteen percent (2) of
abused women reported partner often used or made financial decisions without her and 27%
(4) ofnon-abused sample reported once or twice, 33% (5) of the abused group reported
partner sometimes used ormade financial decisions and 7% (1) ofnon-abused group rqjorted
sometimes partner used or made financial decisions without her. Seven percent (1) of the
abused group reported partner often used money or made financial decisions without her.
Tables
Crosstabs for Verbal Abuse (N=301
Participant Never Once or Twice Sometimes Often
Partner swore at me Abuse 1 7 6 1
Non-Abused 12 3
Partner yelled and Abused 1 6 6 2
screamed at me
Non-Abused 14 1
Partner called me Abused 3 6 5 1
names
N<m-Abused 10 5
Table 5 portrays die responses for the verbal cluster ofpsychological abuse. The
responses for partner swore at me are shown in the controlling/emotional results portion of
this p^er because this verbal tactic, as indicated in the hterature, serves the dual purpose of
controlling the victim and verbally abusing. Ninety-three percent 93% (14) ofdie non-abused
group reported their partners never yelled or screamed at her and 7% (1) reported partner
yelled and screamed at her once or twice. There is a moderate difference in the abused
group, 13% (2) reported partner often yelled '‘''reamed at her, 40% (6) reported partner
sometimes and once or twice yelled and screamed at her, and 7% (1) reported partner never
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yelled and screamed at her. Between the sample groups moderately different responses were
obtained for the third question in the verbal abuse cluster, my partner called me names.
Sixty-seven percent (10) of the non-abused group was never called names by her partner and
33% (5) were called names once or twice. For the abused group, 20%(3) partner never called
her names, 40% (6) was called names once or twice, 33% (5) was called names sometimes
and 7% (1) was called names often.
Table 6
Crosstabs for Jealous Abuse N=30
Participant Never Once or Twice Sometimes Often
Partner was jealous or Abuse 6 3 4 2
suspicious ofmy
fiiends Non-Abused 12 3
Partner monitored my Abused 8 4 3
time
Non-Abused 13 1 1
Table 6 provides the responses for the jealousy cluster ofpsychological abuse.
Monitoring ofvictims time serves in a dual purpose; it is an indicator ofjealousy and a
controlling tactic. The results for this question are reported in the controlling abuse cluster
results of this study. Eighty percent (12) of the non-abused group indicated their partner was
never jealous or suspicious ofher fiiends and 20% (3) partner was jealous once or twice. In
the abused group, 40% (6) partner never was jealous or suspicious of fiiends, 20% (3) was




Witnessing Psychological Abuse in Childhood N=30
Participant Never Once or Twice Sometimes Often
Witnessed male Abuse 9 3 2 1
psychologically abuse
mother Non-Abused 10 2 1 2
Witnessed female Abused 9 5 0 1
psychologically abuse
father Non-Abused 10 0 4 1
Table 7 portrays participant’s witnessing ofpsychologically abuse in childhood. Sixty
percent (9) of the abused group and 66.7% (10) of the non-abused group had witnessed the
male in the household psychologically abuse their mother. Twenty percent (3) of the abused
group and 13.3% (2) of the abused group had witness the male abuse their mother once or
twice; 13.3% (2) of tiie abused group and 6.7% (1) of the non-abused group sometimes
witnessed male psychologically abuse mother; 6.7% (1) of abused group often witnessed
male psychologically abuse mother and a slightly higher percent 13.3% (2) of the non-abused
group often witnessed male psychologically abuse mother.
Witnessing die female in die household psychologically abusing father sUghdy
differs between the groups. Sixty percent (9) of the abused group and 66.7% (10) of the non-
abused group had never witnessed the female psychologically abuse their father; 33.3% (5) of
the abused group once or twice witnessed the female abuse the father, while no participants
ofthe non-abuse had witnessed once or twice the female abuse the father. However, 26.7%
(4) of the non-abused group sometimes witnessed the female psychologically abuse of the
father, while none of the abuse group had sometimes witnessed father being psychologically
abused by die female in the household Seven percent (1) ofboth the abuse and non-abused











Abused 2 5 8
Non-Abused 1 8 6
Table 8 presents each participant’s personal sense of spirituality. Fifty-diree (8)
percent of abused group define themselves as being very spiritual and 33% (5) consider
themselves to be somewhat spiritual. While 13% (2) regard themselves as not very spiritual.
Forty percent (6) of the non-abused group described themselves as very spiritual, 53% (8)
somewhat spiritual and 7% (1) not spiritual at all.
Table 9:
















Abused 5 2 8
Non-Abused 1 1 6 7
Table 9 shows little differences between the abused group and non-abused group levels of
active spiritual practices such as prayer and meditation. Thirty-three percent (5) abused
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respondents was active in spiritual practices at least once a month to several times a year,
13% (2) was active in spiritual practices once per week to several times per week and 53%
(8) practiced several times per day to several times per week. Seven percent (1) ofnon-
abused group participated in spiritual practices once per year or less, 7% (1) practiced once
per month to several times a year, 40% (6) practiced once per week to several times per week




Although past research has found psychologically abused women to have lower
self-esteem levels (Aguilar and Nightingale, 1994, Tuel & Russell, 1998) than non-abused
women, the current stutfy did not find significantly differentiated self-esteem levels between
the two groups. Seventy-diree to 93% ofdie abused participants in this study scored high
self-esteem levels (see Table 2). These findings provide more evidence forWalker’s (1989)
conclusion that battered women had high self-esteem. These results are also consistent with
previous research dealing witii African Americans and self-esteent Rosenberg, (1979) and
Rosenberg and Simmons (1971), vdio did a large research project involving 1,917 students in
urban schools, reported, that contrary to popular assumption. Black children do not have lower
self-esteem than White children. These results contradict the assumption that racial, ethnic, or
lack ofopportunity is detrimental to self-esteem in various groups.
The results generated from the present investigation suggest that spirituality as a
coping mechanism is evident among both abused and non-abused African American women.
Seventy-three percent ofdie abused group and 80% ofthe non-abused group strongly agreed
spirituality provides support, strength, ability and willingness to cope with adversity. There
was only a sligfrt difference in active spiritual practices between the two groups. For example,
47% of the non-abused group and 53% of abused group participated in spiritual practices
several times per day to several times per week. Findings support previous research diat found
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African Americans who are experiencing serious distress are particularly likely to use
spiritual and/or religious coping strategies (Neighbors, Musick, &Williams, 1998).
Psychological abuse was broken into several clusters, controlling/emotional abuse,
financial abuse, verbal abuse and jealousy abuse. Past research has shown it is important to
note different types ofpsychological abuse. For example, controlling/emotional
psychological abuse has been shown to be the more damaging form of abuse for victims.
(Follingstad, et al., 1990). As expected significant difference was found in the
controlling/emotional abuse cluster. For example, 93% percent of the abused group had been
sworn at by her partner frequently in comparison to 20% of the non-abused group having
experiences their partner swearing at her (see Table 5).Verbal abuse includes ridicule, verbal
harassment and name-calling. This t5q)e of abuse often predicts physical aggression and
verbal abuse functions as a control tactic (Murphy & O’Leary, 1989). By making the
recipient of the ridicule believe she is not worthwhile, she would remain within the power of
the psychological abuser. Financial abuse includes making, or trying to make, a person
financially dependent, for instance, by maintaining control over both parties’ income,
withholding money or access to money, keeping the victim from outside activities such as
school or employment, harassing the victim at work, and requiring her to justify all money
spent. Financial abuse was indicated with the abused group. For example, 53% of the
abused group had experienced financial abuse in comparison to 67% ofnon-abused group
had never erqrerienced financial abuse. Interestingly, many of these women are well
educated, were gainfijlly employed and came from financially stable families (see Table 5).
Jealousy and possessiveness ^pear to become abusive when the partner harangues and
interrogates the women about strangers or other people with who she comes into contact.
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The partner may repeatedly accuse her of infidelity. Jealousy may result in the partner
controlling the women’s behavior by determining which clothes she will wear or by
restricting her contact with other people (Walker, 1979, 1984). Sixty percent of the abused
participants had experienced tiieir partner jealousy ofher fnends in comparison of20% ofthe
non-abused participants having experienced partner’s jealousy ofher friends (see Table 7).
Witnessing psychological abuse in the family oforigin provided the fi'amework for
psychological abuse in the participants’ current intimate relationships. The present study did
not find a relationship between having witness psychological abuse either fi-om the male or
female in their family oforigin. In fact, 67% of the non-abused sample had witnessed the
male in their family oforigin often abuse the mother, while only 33% of the abused sample
had witnessed the male psychologically abuse the mother often in their family oforigin (see
Table 8). These findings were consistent with previous research that demonstrates v^4ien
gender (e.g. current stu<ty all female participants) is controlled for the participant, there is no
relationship between witnessing violence in the family of orientation and violence in the
current intimate relationship (Hampton & Gelles, 1994). However, this does not mean that
people who have no psychological abuse in their childhood experience are immune to
abusive behavior as adults nor does this mean that all victims ofwitnessing childhood
violence will grow up to be abusers. A violent background maybe a contributor to the
likelihood that a person will be violence in adulthood.
Limitations ofThe Study
Findings from this investigation should be considered in hght of several study
hmitations. First, the generalizability of the findings to otiier racial groups is unknown.
Second, the researcher used self-report and retrospective accoimts ofparticipants’
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experiences, raising questions about response validity. Third, this study investigated the
psychological well-being of abused women vviio sought assistance from a battered women’s
organization. The selective sample is not representative ofthe general population ofabused
women, particularly those women who have not left or sought relief from the abusive
situations. The small sample size of the groups of abused and control women also limit the
generalizabihty of tiie findings. The present study, however, did employ a control group of
participants, absence ofwhich is a weakness in much research in this area.
Despite tiiese limitations, the present study adds to the research on psychological
abuse in African American women. The data emphasized the importance of culturally
relevant interventions such as spiritual practices for minority women. This study provides
new information about the significance of spirituality in African American women’s lives
and the prevalence ofpsychological abusive behaviors in intimate relationships.
CHAPTER SIX
IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
There are important implications ofthis study’s findings. First, the assessment of
African American circumstances in social work practice should emphasize the identification
of coping skills and capacities for developing them to enhance individual, family, and
community functioning. Social workers require knowledge and understanding of traditional
values, and behefs held by Afiican Americans. Data on ethnic differences and commonalities
in intimate violence are crucial for die planning, development, and evaluaticMi ofprograms
and policies intended to reduce violence against women.
Second, the results of this study lend support to the idea that spirituality, a key
component of the Afiican American personality, is significantly regarded as a coping
mechanism against adversity for both groups ofwomen. Hence, recognition ofspiritual
applications to practices is imphcated in effective service delivery. Just as it is important to
continually examine one’s views on diversity of culture, socioeconomic class, race, ethnicity,
gender and sexual orientation, it is equally essential to have awareness about personal behefs,
biases, or prejudices concerning spirituality. Thus self-examination is a relevant process for
all social workers whether they adhere to a particular faith, have a secular philosophy or
consider themselves antireligious. Social work graduate programs that integrate spiritual
issues into academic curricula may increase students’ levels of competence in addressing a
range of cultural issues with cheats. In particular, because many Afiican Americans possess
specific spiritual or religious ideologies (Boyd-Franklin, 1989), social workers who are
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trained to work with spiritual and religious issues may feel more adequately prepared to
explore such issues in these clients’ lives when they arise. Thus, academic training programs
may wish to consider taking a more proactive role in helping their students explore spiritual
dimensions with clients, diereby increasing student social workers’ competence in working
with cultural populations. Open discussions of spiritual and religious issues in academic
training programs may also encourage the open exploration of such issues in professional
practice (Miller, 1999).
Third, although this study did not support die social learning theory, prevention
programming is still particularly important in communities of color, because substantial and
disproportionate numbers ofminority children are exposed to violence between their adult
caretakers. Fertility rates for African Americans and Hispanics exceed those ofWhites (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1993b), so even if there are no ethnic differences in the prevalence of
intimate relationship violence, a higher than expected proportion of children v^o witness
violence between adult intimates will be African American or Latino. Thus efforts to reduce
intimate violence in communities of color are an eflScient way to potentially help a large
number of children.
The problem of intimate partner abuse challenges social workers to examine their
behefs about the nature of female-male relationships and the structure ofour society. Many
factors that contribute to African American women’s vulnerability to intimate partner are
common to women across all ethnic-racial lines. However, distinct factors leave African
American women particularly vulnerable to the violence ofmen. The representations of
African American men as victims who must be protected at all costs and the insistence that
women bear the responsibility for protecting men, even the men who harm them, contribute
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to the vulnerability ofAfiican American women. Contemporary representations ofAfrican
American women in popular culture (e.g., movies and music videos) reinforce long standing
visions ofAfrican American women as castrating, domineering, and intrinsically and
hopelessly pathological figures ^^ho must be controlled (Wallace, 1990). We as social
workers drawing on our ability to analyze the complex interactions between the individual
and the environment, must develop intervention strategies that move beyond narrow
psychological or interpersonal constructs to include social and cultural factors. Culturally
competent interventions of abused Afiican American women requires an appreciation ofdie
ways in v^ch these and other relevant factors contribute to women’s vulnerability to abuse,
as well as an ^preciation of the strengths that African American women may bring to die
cUent/practitioner enterprise. In addition, the serious impact ofpsychological abuse must be
disseminated to the pubUc because this type of abuse is not often recognized as being as
psychologically damaging as physical victimization.
Finally, there has been a steady decrease in the number ofpublished social science
articles on Afiican Americans (Graham, 1992), whichm^ be in part due to the increasing
discomfort ofWhite researchers in investigating issues pertaining to people from other
groups (Gerrard, 1995) without a corresponding increase in the number ofAfrican American
researchers. Therefore, ifwe are to leam more about people from minority groups in order to
design programs that are targeted to their needs, social work researchers from a variety of
ethnic backgrounds must engage in this work. It is unediical to conduct research on members
of the dominant group only, and then apply the findings to members of all groups. Rather,
we must conduct a variety of cross-cultural and within-in culture studies to leam about
violence and identify protective factors. Increased information can lead directly to programs
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that reduce vulnerability to family violence among people from all backgrounds. Social work
graduate students can make an enormous contribution to family violence research by their
initiating culturally specific research directed towards eradication of intimate partner violence
in the Afiican American community.
APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE
Directions: Please indicate your answer by filling in the blank or circling the















(c) High School diploma
(d) Less than high school diploma
5. Relationship Status:
(a) Married
(b) Living with partner
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8. Do you have any children? 1 -Yes 2-No
Ifyes, how many and what are the genders and ages?
n. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
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19. My partner called me names
(a) A httle ofdie time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part ofdie time
(d) Most ofthe time
20. My partner swore at me.
(a) A litde ofdie time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
21. My partner yelled and screamed at me.
(a) A httle of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
22. My partner treated me like an inferior.
(a) A litde of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
50
APPENDIX A - CONTINUED
23. My partner monitored my time and made me account for my whereabouts.
(a) A little of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
24. My partner used our money or made important financial decisions without talking to me
about it.
(a) A Uttle of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
25. My partner was jealous or suspicious ofmy fiiends.
(a) A little of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
26. My partner accused me ofhaving an affair with another man.
(a) A httle of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
27. My partner interfered inmy relationship with other family members.
(a) A httle of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
28. My partner tried to keep me from doing things to help myself
(a) A httle of the time
(b) Some ofthe time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
29. My partner restricted my use of the telephone
(a) A httle of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
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30. My partner told me my feelings were irrational or crazy.
(a) A little of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most ofdie time
31. My partner blamed me for his problems.
(a) A little of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
32. My partner tried to make me feel crazy.
(a) A little of the time
(b) Some of the time
(c) Good part of the time
(d) Most of the time
IV. CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCE:
33. Have you wimessed the male in vour household psychologically abused vour mother?
(a) Never
(b) Once or Twice
(c) Sometimes
(d) Often34.Have you witnessed the female in your household psychologically abused your father?
(a) Never
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PART V - SPIRITUALITY












37. How spiritual do you consider yourself to be?
(a) Not at all spiritual
(b) Not very spiritual
(c) Somewhat spiritual
(d) Very spiritual
38. How often do you spend time on spiritual practices?
(a) Once per year or less
(b) Once per month to several times per year
(c) Once per week to several times per mondi
(d) Several times per day to several times per week.
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FORM
The purpose ofthis study is to investigate the impact ofpsychological abuse on self-esteem
and to investigate spirituality copingmechanisms among victims/survivors ofintimate
partner abuse and non-victims. It is apart ofa requirement neededfor aMasters degree in
Social Workfor ClarkAtlanta University inAtlanta, Georgia.
Please note that there are noforeseeable risks involved in this research. Ifat any time
during the studyyoufeel uneasy regarding the subjectmatter, please speakwith the
facilitator immediately. A complete statement ofpurpose ofthe research will be available
once collection ofall data is received.
I agree to participate in this study and I understand diat;
1. The ^proximate time is 10-15 minutes to complete the questionnaire.
2. My participation is strictly voluntary and ifat any time I wish, I may terminate my
involvement in the study witiiout penalty.
3. All of the data received will be kept confidential.
4. The nature of the questions in this stu(fy will include demographic questions.
5. All of the data collected for this study is for research purposes only.
6. Ifat any time I have questions concerning this study, I may contact tiie researcher at
(770) 477-2185 (Peggy Alston)
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Women’s Resource Center to End Domestic Violence, Inc.
P. O. Box 171
Decatur, Georgia 30031
Dear Ms. Douglass,
My name is Peggy Alston and I am a student in the in the Masters of Social Work
program at Clark Atlanta University. In order to meet graduate requirements I am interested
in conducting a study on the impact ofpsychological abuse and self-esteem in African
American women and investigate spirituality as a coping mechanism. I am requesting
permission to use your facility, staff and clientele in order to accomplish this goal. It is
anticipated this study will take from one to four days to complete. Attached is a copy of the
proposed survey for your evaluation. Your cooperation is greatly appreciated in this matter.
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